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Abstract 
 

Islamism is a modern convention.  The Islamist movement threatens the modern liberal 

order because Islamism compels the modern liberal order to resort to naked force or abject 

surrender.  Addressing the threat of Islamism requires a moderate approach, which upon 

recognizing the limitations of man, rejects a mechanistic foreign policy and relies upon an 

organic approach.  

Liberalism wrestles with the internal tensions in its understanding of man and nature as it 

confronts the challenges of a different conception in Islam.  The Islamist goes a step further as he 

antagonizes the tensions in liberalism until the liberalist either must fight back conceding his 

identity or concede the liberal project to which he is committed. The liberal state cannot actually 

tolerate those who would submit to an authority above the state.  The goals of the liberal state 

with regard to assimilating Muslims is actually in contravention to the goals of globalization 

since the liberal state seeks to break the ties and  authority of any external sovereign.  The liberal 

state will resort to force to assure compliance. 

Globalization has failed to assimilate peoples into the western liberal order, in part 

because it takes an overly mechanized approach to people.  Islamism stresses the liberal state and 

its institutions. Instead of surrendering to the forces of globalization, some states are rejecting 

liberalism outright. 

Islamism has been growing and working its way into Muslim societies for a hundred 

years; Liberal nations will not easily uproot or eradicate Islamist ideology.  A pragmatic 

approach to the conflict in worldviews that does not abandon liberal principle, but shapes what 

the environment offers will yield the truest result in the liberal conflict with Islamism. 
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Introduction 

In its most idealistic moments, the United States views itself as a type of city on a hill, a 

beacon of hope for the world to emulate.  In this vein, American liberal democracy is the 

example for individual freedom and universal human rights.  The progressive mind sees the 

march of time consummated in peaceful community through the means of liberal democracy.  It 

is the impulse of man to establish community, not just within the borders of the state, but 

universally across the globe.  Following the devastation of WWII, this impulse in the United 

States resulted in the reordering of relationships between peoples through international 

organizations and the Universal Declaration of Human Rights.  Though always impossible to 

achieve, the impulse for a peaceful order is natural. 

This impulse, this desire, to establish unity and cohesion from the particular state to the 

international order is common to man.  While the liberal democracy desires to achieve a world 

community, the impulse to achieve world community is no different for the Muslim world.  

Though the desire is the same, the world community each desires is at odds with one another.  

Juxtaposed with liberalism, Islamism proffers an alternative view of authority, power sharing, 

and the means to establish the ideal of world community.  Because liberal democracy and 

Islamism are incompatible, the United States will increasingly find itself in opposition and 

conflict with Islamists.  The United States must chart a course that is neither overconfident in 

human nature, nor too pessimistic.  As philosopher Reinhold Niebuhr noted in 1960, “Both 

moral sensibility in politics and moral pessimism encourage totalitarian regimes, the one because 

it encourages the opinion that it is not necessary to check the power of government, and the 

second because it believes that only absolute political authority can restrain the anarchy, created 

by conflicting and competitive interests.”1  In the conflict with the totalitarian ideology of 
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Islamism, the United States must understand the nature of its own view of ordering the world as 

well as that of Islamism, soberly considering how strategy will engage the adversary and 

practically enable the ideals of the liberal democratic order.  In this conflict, United States 

leadership cannot abandon its principles to practicalities, yet at times, those principles seem to 

present weakness where there should be strength. The Islamist movement threatens the modern 

liberal order because Islamism compels the modern liberal order to resort to naked force or 

abject surrender.  Managing between these extremes, the road ahead requires humility, dignity, 

wise use of self-interest and beguilement to preserve security and promote liberal values. 
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Thesis 

The Islamist movement threatens the modern liberal order because Islamism compels the 

modern liberal order to resort to naked force or abject surrender.  Addressing the threat of 

Islamism requires a moderate approach that upon recognizing the limitations of man rejects a 

mechanistic foreign policy and relies upon an organic approach. 
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The Nature of the Islamist Movement 

Defining Islamism  

Islam is a highly flexible and adaptable religion.  One can pair the idea of the religion of 

Islam with a host of ideologies and concepts.  Islamic Modernism2, Islamic Calvinism3, and 

Islamic fundamentalism are but examples of the flexibility inherent in describing Islam.  This 

flexibility comes at the cost of confusion.   Particularly when considering differing cultural or 

historical viewpoints, we desire clarity.  What do we mean by the term Islamism or Islamist?  

Since 1697, many authors, including Voltaire and Tocqueville for example, used the term 

Islamism to refer primarily to the religion of Islam.4 However, this generalized meaning does not 

connote the present day sense of Islamism or an Islamist. 

In the Muslim world, authors have largely used the terminology of the Qur’an to describe 

Muslims, even when they are describing the concept of a more political form of the religion.  In 

Arabic, the term Muslim is Muslîm (singular masculine), Muslima (singular feminine), Muslimûn 

(plural masculine) or Muslimât (plural feminine).5  “The Muslim equivalent to Islamists is 

Islamiyyûn.”6  Islamiyyûn is a term never used in the Qur’an; therefore, the majority of Muslim 

thinkers and authors favor the terms Muslimûn along with Mu’minûn meaning Believers.7  

Leaders in the political Islamic movement such as Hasan al-Banna used the term for ‘Muslim’ or 

‘Muslim Brothers’ hence the naming of the group he founded.  The use of the terms for all 

Muslims tends to conflate a sense of universality about the concepts of political Islamism with 

the community of Muslims writ large. While a few Muslim authors use the term Islamiyyûn,8 the 

lack of precision in the definition leads to confusion.  How much more confused are non-Arabic 

speakers when trying to ascertain what is meant by Islamism and its relationship to the wider 

Muslim community. 
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Westerners almost never used the term Islamism until the 1979 Islamist revolution in 

Iran.9  The introduction of a brand of Islam as preached by the Ayatollah Khomeini introduced 

the rest of the world to something that used the flexibility of Islam to generate a host of terms 

such as ‘Islamic radicalism’ or ‘Islamic fundamentalism’.10  The events of 9/11 forced another 

reassessment of terms.  Since that time Western journalists, politicians and authors have 

increased their use of the term ‘Islamism’ aspiring for greater conceptual clarity.11  In the present 

day, Muslim authorities who want to describe their opposition to these groups label Islamists as 

Irhâbiyyûn, Terrorists, or Mutatarrifûn, meaning Extremists.12  Certainly, the west uses a host of 

terms, including terrorists; however, lumping the threat of these groups under the umbrella of 

terrorism conceals the real identity of the threat from totalitarian Islamism.13 Mehdi Mozaffari’s 

definition of Islamism as “a religious ideology with a holistic interpretation of Islam whose final 

aim is the conquest of the world by all means” articulates the concept.14  Labeling Islamism a 

religious ideology, does not discount its political and social aspects, for it is also a protest 

movement.15  A consensus is emerging around the term Islamism in both western and Muslim 

circles.  Islamism is a totalitarian worldview or ideology on par with Nazism, Marxism-Leninism 

or communism.16  

The Modern Liberal Order 

Progressive Liberalism  

“In a sense all of America is liberalism,” wrote Arthur Schlesinger Jr in 1962.17  

Liberalism is a complex set of traditions, not a unified doctrine,18 thus creating challenges to 

characterize what is included or excluded under the umbrella of liberalism.  The ideas of social 

liberalism and progressivism characterize modern Liberalism.19  Theodore Roosevelt’s New 

Nationalism, Woodrow Wilson’s New Freedom, Franklin Delano Roosevelt’s New Deal 
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represent the ideals of Progressive Liberalism.20.  As Arthur Schlesinger points out, “liberalism 

in the American usage has little in common with the word as used in the politics of any European 

country, save possibly Britain,” as such it is better associated with the concept of social 

liberalism.21   

In both Europe and the United States, the ideas of modern liberalism stem from a Kantian 

view of humankind and the role of government.  Enlightenment thinking in general moves to 

throw off the bonds of tyranny and ignorance imposed by the monarchical state and the church.  

It finds in the universality of human reason the ability to discover moral laws thus creating a 

state where equal and free people cast moral judgments because of reason.22  The theme of 

progressive liberalism is that free, rational people have the power to become better and are 

moving towards an enlightened and perfected state. Kant wrote, “The course of human affairs as 

a whole does not begin with good and then proceed to evil, but develops gradually from the 

worse to the better, and each individual is for his own part called upon by nature to contribute 

towards this progress to the best of his ability.”23 

Political scientist Peter O’Brien argues in his book The Muslim Question in Europe, that 

“the most politically consequential ideological clashes in Europe are those between the public 

philosophies of liberalism (all should enjoy equal rights and freedoms), nationalism (the rights 

and needs of natives should have priority over non-natives) and postmodernism (what passes for 

right and wrong is always the result of political contestation).”24  One of O’Brien’s major 

assertions is that this combination of ideological clashes creates a “messy” political environment 

and messy approach to policies concerning Muslims across Europe.25 By messy he indicates that 

policies are at times “highly contradictory” if not “self-defeating”.26  O’Brien also argues that 

even in liberalism there are competing impulses for how to handle issues surrounding Muslims.  
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O’Brien further divides Liberalism into Liberal Voluntarism and Liberal Perfectionism.27  

Classical and Modern Liberalism are alternative labels.  The difference is in how much 

government intervention is required to achieve liberalism’s ends.   Liberal Voluntarism serves as 

a pole on one end advocating for freedom from government intervention for the individual while 

Liberal Perfectionism represents an alternative pole whereby government intervention helps a 

person make the right choices in order to become a “person capable of genuine self-mastery.”28 

Liberalism not only champions but also depends on liberty, equality, rationality, and 
progress for its legitimization. Because it claims to be a self-legislated morality, 
liberalism requires persons who are granted liberty and equality to act rationally and 
progressively. Essentially, it needs persons neither to prevent nor to endanger their own 
freedom or that of anyone else. If they do either, they cast doubt on the very universality 
of human reason on which liberalism morally rests.29 
 

 The tensions between both voluntarism and perfectionism reveal themselves over 

important issues regarding how liberal democracies will treat Muslims.  Issues as major as 

immigration and citizenship, or fighting terrorism, and as minor as the practice of veiling create 

controversy.   Because Islamism endangers Liberal freedom, Islamism endangers the moral 

certitude of the universality of human reason.   

Immigration policy, for example, reveals the strain between voluntarism and 

perfectionism.  The voluntarist promotes what O’Brien calls a “thin” conception of citizenship 

translating into “advocacy for cosmopolitanism and liberal multiculturalism.”30  Here the liberal 

state should protect the individual’s right to self-associate with any group since this identity is 

part of the individual’s autonomy.  Liberal multiculturalism argues that the state cannot tell the 

individual what language to speak, what religion to pursue, what groups to join, or what God to 

serve.31  Gerard Delanty in Cosmopolitan Imagination: The Renewal of Social Critical Theory 
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argues for the idea that citizenship rights need decoupling from territorial lines and ethnicities, 

correlating instead citizenship with personhood not peoplehood.32    

 If voluntarism represents a thin conception of citizenship best described by 

cosmopolitanism and liberal multiculturalism, then perfectionism composes itself by a thick 

conception labeled liberal assimilationism by O’Brien.33  Here, the state requires the assimilation 

of immigrants to a generally agreed to formulation of the state’s moral principles, typically 

described by the state’s constitution, and at least in the West, a commitment to liberal democratic 

principles.34  In effect, the immigrant must conform and adopt the liberal outlook of the state 

despite personal beliefs to the contrary, and if they do not they must be compelled.  Jürgen 

Habermas, a German sociologist and philosopher, wrote 

The constitutional state confronts its citizens with the demanding expectations of an 
ethics of citizenship that reaches beyond mere obedience to the law. Religious citizens 
and communities must not only superficially adjust to the constitutional order. They are 
expected to appropriate the secular legitimisation of constitutional principles under the 
very premises of their own faith.35 
 

The variance in the approach to citizenship reveals the tensions liberalism faces with 

regard to interacting with the Muslim world.  Liberalism wrestles with the internal tensions in its 

understanding of man and nature as it confronts the challenges of a different conception in Islam.  

The Islamist goes a step further as he antagonizes the tensions in liberalism until the liberalist 

either must fight back conceding his identity or concede the liberal project to which he is 

committed. 
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The Threat 

Islamism as anachronistic 

ISIS shocked the western liberal world when they declared a Caliphate. Turning back the 

hands of time and progress to the 7th century leaves western liberals scratching their heads.36  For 

the liberal, progress moves forward to establish a peaceful world community, not backwards to a 

time of slavery and harsh jurisprudence.  ISIS actions tempt modern liberals to view the threat of 

Islamism anachronistically, thus discounting the severity and true modernity of global Salafism.  

This view is a mistake.  Discounting the threat posed by al Qaeda and ISIS preserves operating 

space for these organizations.  Islamism is not an anachronistic, backwards looking, political or 

religious movement; Islamism is a thoroughly modern conception with a vision for the future.  

Prior to 1924, the year the Turkish National Assembly dissolved the Caliphate, there was 

less sense of or need for Islamism.  Individuals existed within the political structure and 

community established through the religion of Islam.  The end of the Caliphate, having endured 

for nearly 14 centuries in one form or another, expedited the search for alternative ideologies and 

political structures in the Muslim world.  In 1928, Egyptian schoolteacher Hassan al-Banna 

founded the Muslim Brotherhood, “the mother of all Islamist movements.”37  Al-Banna hoped to 

blend the pre-modern and modern, East and West into a new structure for Muslims.38 

Brookings Institution scholar Shadi Hamid, himself a Muslim, makes the argument that 

Islam is exceptional, neither good nor bad, simply different.39  Understanding that “Islam … is 

distinctive in how it relates to politics … has profound implications for the future of the Middle 

East and, by extension, for the world in which we all live.”40  Because Islam is different, Islam’s 

relationship with the state will be different.  First, Hamid argues that we cannot expect the 

relationship between Islam and politics to replicate the Western model as found in the 
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reformation.  Christianity and Islam are different; those that call for Islamic reformation remain 

naïve.   The progressive liberal sees all history marching in the same direction.  To demand or 

anticipate that Islam follow the path of Western history- the Protestant Reformation, followed by 

an enlightenment, succeeded by secularism- misunderstands the nature of Islam.41   

The Islamist Reformation 

In fact, some might argue that the Salafists represent the Islamic reformation.42  The 

Salafist movement that spawned the Muslim Brotherhood in 1928 has its roots in in the 18th 

century Wahhabism from Saudi Arabia.  “All Salafists take a fundamentalist approach to Islam, 

emulating the Prophet Muhammad and his earliest followers—al-salaf al-salih, the “pious 

forefathers”—right down to their facial hair. They reject religious innovation, or bida, and 

support the implementation of sharia (Islamic law).”43 Generally, the modern instantiation of 

Salafism divides into the Quietist, Political, and Jihadi branches.    

The Quietist branch, or purists, advocate for silence on political matters believing that 

politics undercuts the sovereignty of God.  Quietists do not typically engage in political 

activities, but they do engage in political discourse across a variety of topics.44  They can 

however be motivated into political action.  The Arab Spring brought hundreds of thousands of 

Quietist Salafis to participate in parliamentary elections across the Middle East. The 

humanitarian crisis in Syria has pushed Quietists to move from a pacifist role and take up arms in 

the Syrian crisis.45  Further, Quietist Salafis in Kuwait debate how to protect their brethren and 

whether to spend more for orphans of the Syrian crisis or funnel money into fighters.46 Writing 

on the existential threat posed by Al Qaeda and ISIS, Drs. Kimberly and Fredrick Kagan note, 

“The phenomenon of Quietist Salafis becoming Salafi-jihadis-or at least their financiers- as a 

result of the appalling humanitarian crisis and seemingly existential threat to Sunni populations 
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in Syria and elsewhere is a manifestation of the way in which the regional sectarian war is 

mobilizing the Muslim community behind radical and violent solutions more broadly.”47 

The second group of Salafists are the political or activist group.  For these believers, the 

goal is to establish “a true Muslim state through imposition of the Sharia, which they viewed not 

only as the strict Quranic law but also the practices of the salaf.”48  The Muslim Brotherhood is 

representative of these political-Salafis.  These political groups hold to a belief that “the unity of 

Islam as an all-encompassing guide for the life of the believer in his or her community.”49  

Throughout their history, these political groups have “supported some degree of violence to 

pursue their aims.”50  Although groups like the Muslim Brotherhood have renounced violence in 

the past, recent events make the Brotherhood question the tactics and strategy of establishing an 

Islamic state.  In Egypt, the unlikely revolution, followed by the rise of Mohamed Morsi only to 

be ousted in a military coup and then have their members massacred in Rabaa has served to push 

more moderate political elements closer to the jihadis.51  If there was a lesson for all political-

Salafis from the tragedies in Egypt, then it is to consolidate power if they ever get to share it 

again, brutally if necessary.  A lesson not lost on President Recep Tayyip Erdogan of Turkey, as 

he has purged the leadership and military of his country following a coup attempt.  Erdogan’s 

administration has jailed or dismissed over 10,000 members of the military, including over half 

of the top Generals and Admirals. If this were the U.S. military, it would be as if the president 

dismissed or jailed one in sixty uniformed members.52  Political-Salafis do not appear to pose an 

immediate threat to the West, at least when they do not advocate for violence or support more 

radical elements.  However, like the Quietists, they can and do provide financial support to 

jihadis; moreover, they also provide cover and community for jihadis.53  Ultimately, the 
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Political-Salafis vision of community and the path for the future conflicts with the nation-state 

system and the future envisioned by liberals. 

The final division of Salafis is the Jihadi branch.  Westerners are quite familiar with 

extremist groups such as al Qaeda, its Syrian instantiation in Jaysh al Islam, ISIS, or the branch 

of intolerant adherents founded in Saudi Arabia known as Wahhabis. The Salafist-jihadi takes as 

a personal obligation, fard ‘ayn, the idea that armed conflict against unbelievers and apostates is 

required by Islam.54  In fact, failure to perform fard ‘ayn imperils the soul.  The Salafi-jihadi is 

the most dangerous, finding cause to kill civilians, including other Muslims in some 

circumstances.55  

Salafi-jihadists will not be content to keep their efforts localized.  For them it is a matter 

of establishing the end of an Islamic community over all the Earth.  According to Dr. Mary 

Habeck, Associate Professor in Strategic Studies at Johns Hopkins School of Advanced 

International Studies (SAIS), for the jihadi, “Islam is a liberation theology, determined to free 

men from oppression by other men and return God to His rightful place as the sole legislator.”56  

Jihadis reject the compromises that other Islamic scholars have made with western ideas of 

secularism and modernity and have no respect for the division of religious and political life.    A 

Cold War style containment strategy is insufficient.  Strategy built on containing jihadi efforts in 

the Middle East is naïve and does not reflect recent history nor the fervency of jihadi ideology 

that prioritizes attacking and dismantling the West.  The jihadi envisions a world not only free of 

secularism and modernity, but as al-Banna  stated, “[we] will pursue this evil force to its own 

lands, invade its Western heartland and struggle to overcome it until all the world shouts by the 

name of the Prophet and the teachings of Islam spread throughout the world.  Only then will 
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Muslims achieve their fundamental goal, and there will be no more 'persecution' and all religion 

will be exclusively for Allah.”57  

Jihadis do not recognize national boundaries of states and work to abolish them.  This is 

one reason that the ISIS propaganda machine puts out videos on their efforts to reverse the 

Sykes-Picot Agreement publicizing their bulldozing of the sand berm that once delineated Syria 

from Iraq.58  It is true that Salafi-jihadism will not appeal to as many Muslims as the political or 

quietist movements; however, “if the Islamic State has proved anything, it is that a relatively 

small number of ideologically committed individuals can have an outsized effect on the regional 

and international order and perhaps even the course of history.”59 To build a strategy against 

Islamist groups such as ISIS, one must first understand the nature of its ideology of Islamism. 

Ideology of the Islamist with attention to ISIS 

 “All systems of thought are structurally the same” according to Dr. Nancy Pearcey, 

professor at Houston Baptist University. “Each starts by proposing something as ultimate reality, 

then seeks to explain the world on that basis—spinning out the implications, garnering empirical 

support, and so on.”60  Although drawing deeply from Islam as the source, Islamism represents a 

unique strain of thought in its own right.  For the Islamist, the origin of this worldview rests with 

the combination of Islamic thought with the material realization of state as established by the 

Prophet Muhammed in Medina after he arrived in Medina in 622 A.D.   

The creation for Islamism occurs in the 7th century at Medina.  Pakistani theologian Abu 

Alâ Mawdudi, one of a number of contemporary Islamist leaders, wrote in his work Islam Today 

that “the first Muslims were a ‘small but devoted group of courageous and selfless people’, who 

succeeded in creating a city state in which the Islamic principles ‘no longer remained mere 

theoretical expressions, they became a living reality in individual and social life’. The Medina 



 

 14 

model is the ‘Ideal period’”61  According to their interpretation of Islam, this period of time leads 

to the establishment of the Caliphate for the Islamist and reflects the creation of the Islamic state 

by Muhammad and his immediate successors.   According to their interpretation of Islamic texts, 

life in the Caliphate creates a wholeness to life that lasts for eternity and should exist over the 

entire earth.  “The holism is based on the absolute indivisibility of the trinity Dîn [Religion], 

Dunya [Way of life] and Dawla [Government].”62 The stark reality is that the world does not 

conform to the Islamist views. 

The world’s problem is that it does not conform to the Islamist’ view of the trinity of 

existence. Highlighting the fall of Islamism, the political power of Islam has receded in the 

modern era.  For example, Palestine, Kashmir, or Chechnya represent areas once, but no longer, 

under the control of Islamic governments.63  Not only is the world not right because the 

Caliphate does not reign supreme, the world, particularly the western powers, actively repress the 

Islamic world according to this view.  Modern Islamism emerges as a product of the history of 

colonization and the challenges of industrialization and modernization.  Where once Marxism 

beckoned and called to oppose the west, “Islamism has . . . become the final resort to seek 

redemption in a world vacated by Marxism (at least temporarily).”64    Even further, the Islamist 

is repressed because ”Muslims live under severe repression from their own (anti-Islamic) 

governments.”65 If the world is fallen, what will restore it according to the Islamist? 

For the Islamist, Islam is a universal religion whose goal is to rule over the entire world.66  

The first step to achieving this utopia is the reestablishment of the Caliphate.67   Islamist groups 

approach the struggle to establish the Caliphate from a variety of positions as outlined above.  

Some seek only peaceful indoctrination or political struggle, while others will use a variety of 

violent means.  While some Islamist groups adopt a pacifistic approach, the use of violence and 
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in particular terrorism, has proven integral to working towards the restoration of the world.  In 

fact, an Islamist group like ISIS is preoccupied with the end times and sees the struggle in 

Manichean terms of good versus evil.  Further, “The Islamic State differs from nearly every 

other current jihadist movement in believing that it is written into God’s script as a central 

character.”68 Appreciation of ISIS’s narrative reveals the importance placed on actually 

governing land in a physical Caliphate.  Just as with all Islamist movements, one should not view 

ISIS as a political entity divorced from religion, for ISIS also represents a vehicle for salvation.  

According to Musa Cerantonio, a man identified by ISIS as one of the two most important 

spiritual authorities guiding foreigners to join the Islamic State, “the Muslim who acknowledges 

one omnipotent god and prays, but who dies without pledging himself to a valid caliph and 

incurring the obligations of that oath, has failed to live a fully Islamic life.”69  When the 

interviewer, Graeme Wood, pointed out that this would condemn the vast majority of Muslims 

throughout history, not to mention all those who died between 1924 and 2014, Cerantonio 

responded, “I would go so far as to say that Islam has been reestablished” by the Caliphate.”70 

Certainly, ISIS does not represent the views of a majority of Sunni Muslims; however, 

Islamism is an inclusive ideology that attracts adherents from around the globe.  Like 

Communism, Islamism has demonstrated the potential to grow and take root in the politics of 

developing nations.  Like Communism, Islamism is antithetical with western liberal democracy.  

Like communism, Islamism threatens the traditional order led by the United States.  The greatest 

resonance of the Islamist narrative strikes a chord in predominately-Muslim countries.  This last 

fact challenges liberal ideals of toleration.  A stark choice seems to face the liberal: the 

condemnation of all Muslims because some might be swayed by Jihadi extremism, or tolerating 

all Muslims even if some are Islamists willing to resort to extremism to achieve their ends.   
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Naked Force or Abject Surrender 

Introduction 

The Islamist movement threatens the modern liberal order because Islamism compels the 

modern liberal order to resort to naked force or abject surrender.   

The Liberal state cannot actually tolerate those who would submit to an authority above 

the state.  The goals of the liberal state with regard to assimilating Muslims is actually in 

contravention to the goals of globalization since the liberal state seeks to break the ties and  

authority of any external sovereign.  The liberal state will resort to force to assure compliance. 

Globalization has failed to assimilate peoples into the western liberal order, in part 

because it takes an overly mechanized approach to people seeing one as good as another for the 

labor pool.  Islamism stresses the liberal state and its institutions. Instead of surrendering to the 

forces of globalization, some states are rejecting liberalism outright. 

Finally, liberalism promotes a peaceful world.  Paradoxically, liberalism must resort to 

war in order to achieve its peace.  Liberalism promotes higher intensity conflict by promoting 

war as purification of a people or by devaluing its enemies.    

 

Locke and Tolerance  

There is distinction between the role of the church and the role of government in 

American liberal democracy derived in part from the philosophy of John Locke.  This distinction 

makes it difficult for Americans to conceive of a state where religion and state authority overlap 

or are shared.  As one explores the origins of the American liberal democracy in greater depth, 

they see the incongruities of the Islamist system with liberal democracy with greater clarity. 

 



 

 17 

John Perry’s work, The Pretenses of Loyalty: Locke, Liberal Theory, and American 

Political Theology, helps us to understand that Locke is a man who changed positions on 

tolerance over the course of his life and writings.  Locke started out with a more Hobbesian view 

advocating that the sovereign merely needed to impose a religious confession.71 Locke’s views 

shifted in time and he recognized that toleration was actually helpful to build social peace and 

order. Second, Locke observed, “the coercive imposition of confessional uniformity, was itself 

unworkable, precisely because individuals’ commitments were deeper and more entrenched than 

he had previously thought.”72  The dilemma for the modern liberal state is how far they must 

support toleration before alternative visions subsume the nature of society.  Locke elucidated the 

boundaries of toleration for his day.   

In A Letter Concerning Toleration, Locke specifically excludes two types of people 

based upon their rejection of the authority of the state. “That Church can have no right to be 

tolerated by the magistrate which is constituted upon such a bottom that all those who enter into 

it do thereby ipso facto deliver themselves up to the protection and service of another 

prince.”73 By this logic, Locke excluded both Catholics and Muslims from the protection of 

religious toleration.  At the time of writing, this made logical sense.  The individual Muslim’s 

allegiance was not to the state of citizenship but bound to the Mufti of Constantinople, who was 

himself subject to the Ottoman Emperor, creating obvious conflict.74  Equally, in the Protestant 

mind, the Catholic who obeys the pope over the state authorities is subject to the same suspicion 

and the state cannot afford him toleration.  At the time, the Pope could, and did, excommunicate 

heads of state and encouraged the state’s Catholic citizens to overthrow the authorities in place.75  

Drawing the parallel to today’s Islamists who call on “true” believers of Islam to reject the 
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governments of the Middle East and overthrow the world order, liberal democracy cannot 

tolerate such a religion and survive.   

Finding Locke in NSC-68  

The authors of NSC-68, America’s strategy for opposing Communism during the Cold 

War, wrote, “The free society values the individual as an end in himself, requiring of him only 

that measure of self-discipline and self-restraint which make the rights of each individual 

compatible with the rights of every other individual.”76 Implied is that the individual will restrain 

themselves from using their freedom to impose their beliefs on others.  Yet when those 

individuals band together in a Church, and seek to impose their religion over others they go too 

far.  Authorities violate an individual’s right of conscience more easily when the religious law 

and the state law are the same.  This is the conundrum of Sharia law and the mode of governance 

espoused by the Islamist.   NSC-68 goes on to say: 

From this idea of freedom with responsibility derives the marvelous diversity, the deep 
tolerance, the lawfulness of the free society. This is the explanation of the strength of free 
men. It constitutes the integrity and the vitality of a free and democratic system. The free 
society attempts to create and maintain an environment in which every individual has the 
opportunity to realize his creative powers. It also explains why the free society tolerates 
those within it who would use their freedom to destroy it.77 
 

The deep tolerance of American society is a strength.  The writers of NSC-68 are 

expressing a voluntarist perspective of liberalism when they argue that free society can tolerate 

those who would destroy the society because in the end, persons guided by reason will see the 

strength and universality of liberalism.  However, free society cannot in fact tolerate those within 

it who would use their freedom to destroy it.  This is a fundamental understanding of American 

Lockean liberalism.  The liberal state cannot withstand certain types of behavior that threaten the 
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state or threaten the church.  The over-tolerant voluntarist state finds itself surrendering to those 

who oppose it.   

While the rhetoric of the west is voluntarist, arguing that everyone is free to live as they 

desire, no state, liberal or not, can sustain the freedom of people who seek to destroy the 

authority in place.  Consider the present reality of how Middle Eastern governments treat 

Islamists.  These states regularly jail members of the Muslim Brotherhood or keep them from 

public office.  The United States goes to great lengths to kill or imprison members of al Qaeda 

and ISIS.  The reality is that the U.S. does not tolerate Islamists who it views as those who would 

destroy democracy any more than it could tolerate communists who sought to overthrow the 

world order during the Cold War.  As French political scientist and philosopher Pierre Manent 

has pointed out, “For European countries  . . . the question of Islam is a question of high and 

great politics because it is a question at once of the internal and the external, of domestic politics 

and foreign affairs.”78  This truth is equally applicable to the United States.  The threat posed by 

Islamism forces America to go well beyond developing plans to destroy ISIS or fight al Qaeda 

overseas.  Just as in 1950 when the United States formulated a strategy to confront Communism, 

so too the threat of Islamism demands an assessment of the strengths and limitations of liberal 

democracy as well as an evaluation of the terms of tolerance for Muslims in Western society. 

 

The Miscalculations of Globalization 

Globalization is the manifestation of the imagined global society transcending the nation-

state boundary. 79  Globalization has the greatest recent influence upon the security of Europe 

because globalization has enabled the mass migration of individuals threatening the culture and 

national identity of European States.  Adam Smith’s Wealth of Nations envisions globalization’s 
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rise where an increase of trade and industry across the globe correspondingly alleviates want and 

suffering.80  Smith’s economic work is itself an extension of Kantian Utopianism and related to 

the progressive liberal’s vision for the future. The dawning light of globalization has brought 

benefit to some; however, globalization has not led to complete human flourishing or matched 

the Kantian vision of human progress.  Moreover, as people contemplate the dark side of 

globalization and its inability or unwillingness to live up to its aspirations, they choose one of 

two courses of action.   

They may choose a countervailing approach that relies not upon globalism, but upon 

rebellion or revolution to push towards society’s collectivist goals.81  The other option is to 

withdraw and retrench to a nationalistic or realistic approach to human interaction and exchange 

attempting to find a modest unity secured in the nation-state or through group identification.82   

Because man is finite, the attempts to bring about world community through globalization, or 

even revolution and rebellion are doomed to fail.  Europe struggles with the impacts of 

globalization upon the identity and culture of the people and state.  This struggle manifests in the 

traditional aspects of trade- the flow of capital and goods.  However, the real wake-up call for 

European security and identity comes with the less talked about third part of “free trade”- 

labor.83 

In modern globalization, labor is free to travel without regard to traditional borders. 

Herman E. Daly, professor in the School of Public Affairs at the University of Maryland and a 

former World Bank economist notes, “Globalization refers to the global economic integration of 

many formerly national economies into one global economy, mainly by free trade and free 

capital mobility, but also by somewhat easier or uncontrolled migration. It is the effective erasure 

of national boundaries for economic purposes. What was international becomes interregional.”84 
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For the economist, labor is simply labor.  Individual identity is unimportant, as one person is as 

good as another is if they can perform the same tasks and skills for production, or consumption.  

As Noam Chomsky, Institute Professor Emeritus at the Massachusetts Institute of Technology 

noted in his book Understanding Power, “Capitalism basically wants people to be 

interchangeable cogs, and differences among them, such as on the basis of race, usually are not 

functional.”85  In a globalized system, race or ethnicity, religion or culture are meaningless.   

Take for example one of the incongruities regarding the migrant crisis unfolding in 

Europe.  For Central Europeans the promise of capitalism and globalism was supposed to bring 

something brighter than the dark repressive system they just left.  Economic development and 

reforms in former communist bloc countries like Poland, Hungary, the Czech Republic and 

Slovenia pushed these nations to the EU and the west.  One would think that Central Europeans, 

having escaped the bonds of Communism only decades ago, would be welcoming to new 

immigrants, particularly those escaping harsh regimes.  As a people restricted by fences and 

walls only a couple decades ago observers might expect them to embrace breaking down national 

boundaries and barriers to travel.  What then explains the rejection of migrants, and the turn to 

populism and increasingly illiberal governments in these nations?  

Ivan Krastev, chairman of the Centre for Liberal Strategies in Sofia, argues, “Of the 

many crises that Europe faces today, it is the migration crisis that most sharply defines the 

changing nature of European politics.”86  People are simply not cogs in the global machine 

producing and consuming goods.  They actual come with religious, national and ethnic identities.  

According to the United Nations, “the number of international migrants worldwide has continued 

to grow rapidly over the past fifteen years reaching 244 million in 2015, up from 222 million in 

2010 and 173 million in 2000.”87 Where globalization failed to include many poor countries 
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from its benefits, people have voted with their feet to chase its benefits down. 88 As of 2015, 

nearly two thirds of all international migrants (76 million) now live in Europe.89  Faced with the 

prospect of tens of thousands of migrants and refuges90 crossing their borders monthly if not 

daily in some cases, the Central European nations reacted reflexively to defend their sovereignty 

and identity.  Hungary has started on its second wall to keep migrants out of the country.91  

Hungary’s Prime Minister Viktor Orbán publically declared his goal to create an illiberal 

democracy, in part due to the threats imposed on the Hungarian people by globalization and 

precipitated by the refugee crisis.   Orbán stated in a speech in 2014 that “We are searching for 

(and we are doing our best to find, ways of parting with Western European dogmas, making 

ourselves independent from them) the form of organizing a community, that is capable of 

making us competitive in this great world-race.”92   This example of the popular revolt against 

globalism is present across the region.  Though strange sounding to American ears, Orbán’s 

populist appeal to preserve Hungarian culture and identity separate from the pressures of a liberal 

democratic order modeled in the utopian idealism of the European Union gives voice to a quite 

explainable phenomenon.      

The turn to populism and illiberalism are consistent with the cultural and historic 

experiences of Central Europeans.  Set at the crossroads of powerful competing empires, a tragic 

history shaped the nature Central Europeans.  Once the empires that held the peoples of these 

regions together disintegrated in the fires of WWI and WWII, forced removal and ethnic 

cleansing solidified the character and national identity of these states.  At one time countries like 

Hungary or Poland were diverse multiethnic societies.  Today, Poland sits, at 98% homogeneity- 

a feat achieved by killing or removing the Germanic, Ukrainian or Jewish peoples during and 

after the World Wars.93  The destruction of these peoples led to the growth of the middle class in 
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Central Europe when the displaced people’s homes and businesses were confiscated.94  Central 

Europeans look warily at the return to ethnic diversity caused by mass migration as it reminds 

them of the troubling interwar periods and would serve to erase what cost so much blood to 

achieve.95  Only a few thousand of the current migrants and asylum seekers have sought 

permanent residency in Central Europe, and of these, the Central European nations have 

accepted a small handful of applicants.96  In response to the European Union’s proposed 

mandatory plan to redistribute refugees, Hungarian PM Viktor Orbán stated defiantly, "Brussels 

can't tell us who we should live with"; no one in Brussels should have the power to settle people 

in the country "with whom we have no desire to coexist."97 

““Wir schaffen das” (We can do it) was the rallying cry during the migration crisis for 

Germany’s Prime Minister, Angela Merkel, the progenitor of the redistribution plan.  Muslims 

are not the only ones who bring their culture to the table.  Germans voters maintain cultural and 

national identities.   Merkel’s “We can do it” statement meant that Germany expected to 

assimilate a million refugees a year into their society.  The voluntarist liberal says, “We can do 

it;” the pragmatist pays 3 billion a year to Turkey to hold Muslim immigrants there and prevent 

them from coming into Europe.98 Virulent opposition to her open door policy and loss of voter 

support drove Chancellor Merkel to drop her slogan and face the reality of a polity that 

fundamentally disagrees with her liberalist approach.99 

The irony for European cosmopolitans and globalization idealists is that the dream of a 

borderless Europe, finally achieved through Schengen, created a security hole through which 

hundreds of thousands of migrants streamed into and across Europe.  While the revolt against 

freely flowing capital and goods simmered under the surface, Schengen could not survive the 

reality of what freely flowing people meant.  The reality is that people are not cogs, but bring 
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identity with them.  The peoples of Europe feel their historic, national and cultural identities are 

under attack.  As such, the migration crisis focused the governments of Europe causing some, 

such as the Hungarians, to reject the premises and promises of globalization, heed the call of 

populism and strengthen national identity, even at the cost of liberal democracy. 

 

Countering Terrorism as a Liberalist 

While the recent wave of Muslim migrants and asylum seekers in Europe stresses the 

liberal ideals of Europe, one must recognize that very few of these migrants are Islamists.  

However, Islamism creates tension beyond the difficulty of assimilating hundreds of thousands 

of culturally different people.  Islamists use the diaspora for cover and recruitment.  Terror 

attacks in Brussels, Paris or London perpetrated by Islamist groups attempt to provoke a heavy-

handed approach towards Muslim asylum seekers.  One goal of terrorism is to delegitimize the 

government in the eyes of the people and a second is to make the people identify with the 

rebellious cause.  By provoking an oppressive response, one possible course for liberalism, 

European governments reinforce the goals of Islamists.   

The response of liberal governments to countering terrorism reveals the dichotomy 

between Liberal Voluntarism and Liberal Perfectionism.    Voluntarism incorporates a 

cosmopolitan multicultural approach to countering terrorism whereas Perfectionism insists or 

compels Muslims to adopt a liberal approach in order to counter terrorism.100 The multicultural 

approach argues that the free practice of religion should in fact foster among Muslims a greater 

tolerance and respect for non-Muslims.101  Because Europe has a different relationship with the 

church and actually spends state money on the church, the argument has been to treat Islam the 

same as Christianity and provide state funds to the mosques.102 In his book, The Emancipation of 
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Europe's Muslims: The State's Role in Minority Integration, political scientist Jonathan Laurence 

argues that the European states have used the establishment of “Islam councils” to try to free 

Muslims from foreign influence but also exert control over them.  The rhetoric is all voluntarism, 

invoking the language of freedom and encouraging moderate voices within the Muslim 

community.103  As a counter-terror strategy, the voluntarist government approach seems to 

reflect reality.  Nearly all the councils across Europe condemned the 9/11 attacks and subsequent 

terrorist acts.104  The Muslim Council of Britain came out condemning the most recent terrorist 

attack in March 2017 in London, as well as the 7/7 attacks in Britain in 2005.105  These European 

Muslim council condemnations correlate to the condemnations made by international Muslim 

Brotherhood movement leader Jusuf al-Qaradawi when he condemned the 9/11 attacks and 

issued a fatwa denouncing Al Qaeda’s “illegal jihad.”106  While critics lambast these assertions 

of support as disingenuous, particularly from Islamists, the voluntarist spirit lives on as long as 

Muslims “observe the rule of law in democracies and abstain from committing or facilitating 

terrorist acts.”107  If the voluntarist is right then Muslims will, like all humans, travel down a path 

of increasing enlightenment that grows in its election of universal liberal ideals.   

Olivier Roy, one of the world’s recognized experts on political Islam, argues an 

essentially voluntarist position regarding the prevention of Islamist extremism when he writes:  

It is, in fact, participation in the political process that leads believers with little inclination 
toward democracy as a social ideal to accept the rules of the game and often to become 
strong defenders of those rules. If we had to wait for everyone to become a democrat 
before creating democracy, France would still be a monarchy.108 
 

Roy’s theory, labeled the “Islamization of radicalism” posits that young followers of 

Islam are essentially in “generational revolt” with their parents.  They are already radicalized 

individuals who express their radicalization through the religion of Islam, but not because Islam 
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radicalizes them.109  These young Muslims “find in Islam the best way to express, experience, 

and to live their rejection of society.”110 This theory stands in opposition to the idea of “the 

radicalization of Islam through the spread of Salafist ideas” proposed by many other scholars.111 

Of course, the liberal voluntarist government that supports a mosque or an Islam council 

with state dollars is subject to perfectionist action.  As Jonathan Laurence points out, “European 

Muslims are experiencing the throes of a distilled and abbreviated era of emancipation: a dual 

movement of expanding religious liberty and increasing control exerted over religion.”112  

European states are not only using the Islam councils to settle issues such as education or halal 

food in order to incorporate Muslims into the European structure, they use their funding of these 

councils to compel adherence to a liberal standard.113   European officials tell Islamic 

organizations what constitutes “proper counter-terrorism preaching and practice.”114 The French 

and Spanish have issued guidance for training imams in how to promote democracy and avert a 

turn to extremism in their congregants.115  Germany and Austria issued a joint instruction to 

Muslim clerics telling them how to preach counter terrorism in the prison system.116  Reflecting 

the perfectionist position, German Interior Minister Schäuble said in May 2006:  

The number of Islamists is not the same thing as the number of potential terrorists, but 
Islamists have a vision of state order that we do not share….We do not want terrorists, 
but we also do not want Islamists. Instead, we want [Muslims to have a] passion for this 
country….We must insist that Muslims in Germany identify with the constitution.117  
 
 

Exercising control over their Islam councils and Muslim leaders serves two purposes: The liberal 

European states desire to separate European Muslims from direct foreign oversight and separate 

European Muslims from the influence of transnational Islamist movements.118 Gilles Kepel, a 

French political scientist specializing in the study of the Islamic and Arabic world, laid out the 
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challenge for the European state as one of integrating Muslims into the globalizing world.  

Following the terrorist attacks in Madrid, Kepel stated in an interview: 

The future of Islam is in Europe.  It has a huge Muslim population. Either we train our 
Muslims to become modern global citizens, who live in a democratic, pluralistic society, 
or, on the contrary, the Islamists win, and take over those Muslim European 
constituencies. Then we’re in serious trouble.119 
 

Clearly repudiating Kepel’s assertion and the goals of globalization, Laurence argues that the 

goal of the modern state is to integrate Muslims by creating nationally focused citizens with 

fewer global connections. 120  As Syrian born, now German political scientist Bassam Tibi 

proclaims, “A choice must be made by Muslims between Qutb and Kant, or, in the case of 

Europe, between a Muslim Europe or Euro-Islam- that is, the Islamization of Europe or the 

Europe-anization of Islam.”121 

 

Adapting Islam via Social Contract  

Assuming that scholar Shadi Hamid is correct, and Islam is exceptional, the fundamental 

question is what should a liberal state do about those who do not and cannot share the religious 

and political assumptions posited by Locke and so fundamental to the structure of the liberal 

democracy?  Again, Islam is a highly adaptable religion.  Many Muslims can forgo a 

requirement to blend religion and political authority. However, as a proposition, the government 

advocated by Islamists certainly does not fit within the constraints proposed by Locke.  How 

then would Locke resolve the dilemma posed by Muslims in liberal democracy?  Perhaps, Locke 

in his younger years would advocate for an “oath of loyalty” that renounces those offending 

elements of the Islamic faith and expresses loyalty to the state.122  While 17th Century Europeans 

might have understood the oath of loyalty, it seems unlikely that moderns could appreciate such 

a convention. However, that does not mean that the modern state will not attempt loyalty oaths.  



 

 28 

Peter O’Brien, consolidating a thought from Diane Sainsbury’s book Welfare States and 

Immigrant Rights notes that “Denmark goes so far as to compel naturalizing immigrants (not, 

however, Nordics) to swear an oath to teach their children to reject terrorism.”123 

 A social contract takes place between the authorities and citizens of a state.  Perhaps 

there is a social contract for Muslims that agrees to reject the authority of religion or the 

Caliphate over that of the government?  This is part of French Philosopher Pierre Manent’s 

argument in his recent book Beyond Radical Secularism: How France and the Christian West 

Should respond to the Islamic Challenge.   

Manent makes a perfectionist argument when he asserts that Muslims living in France 

must become French-Muslims.  He also notes that that France must be prepared to accept 

Muslims as Muslims. France, for her part must accept that society will change.  There are simply 

too many Muslims living in France now (7.5% of the population at 4.7 Million people in 

2010).124  Despite her pretending to be a “secular country”, France is in reality a “country of a 

Christian mark.”125 In the same way that a coin is marked or stamped with an image, so too the 

country of France.  This Christian mark gives strength and dignity to the state.  This mark also 

gives form to the state.  “The more that the nation is able to conserve its form, the more the 

Republic will be able to guarantee the equality of rights,” according to Manent.126   

In Manent’s thinking, Muslims must find their place in a Christian country, but not accept 

a “subordinate position.”127  Muslims may participate as French citizens in the benefits of society 

without discrimination, but they must understand that they are entering a space in political and 

social life that is already full.128  “Those who are accepted must want to participate actively in 

the life of a political body that does not and will not belong to the umma; they must therefore 

accept a degree of separation from the umma.”129   Manent argues that France must adapt and 
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find room for the Muslim faith and for Muslim cultural practices, accepting for instance the hijab 

in public and official places.  He suggests that local governments can accommodate Muslims 

with single-sex swimming at public pools and create Muslim prayer spaces.130  Toleration has its 

limits according to Manent.  Manent rejects polygamy and the veiling of the face by women.  

Face veiling, he argues first is not tolerable because it affects only women and “thus constitutes 

an inequality.” Second, the veiling of the face cuts people off from recognition and from 

society.131  In order for the Muslim to live in France, they must accept a social contract that 

rejects in part what they may believe it means to be Muslim. France would in effect be offering 

Muslims the opportunity to “form a distinct community within a larger community that is not 

Muslim and that everybody knows is not Muslim.” What it cannot tolerate, according to Manent, 

is a minority people “wishing secretly to rule.”132  While many Muslims may be willing to 

subjugate or abandon their religious beliefs, it seems unlikely that all Muslims would be willing 

to reject aspects of their religion that they regard as a matter of conscience any more than a 

Christian could.  Ideally, the Christian might answer, “We must obey God, rather than man.”  By 

stating thus, the Christian is willing to bear the consequences of disobeying the governmental 

authority.  Optimistically, many Muslims in Europe will adapt themselves to European norms of 

civility, tolerance and religious freedom; however, the alternative is not like ideal Christianity’s 

submission to authority but anchored in authority’s submission to Islam.  

 Fouad Ajami’s professor of Middle Eastern Studies at Stanford and a Shiite Muslim 

describes a “new geography of Islam” in Europe.”133 He points out that the Muslims who fled 

their countries owe no allegiance to their new states and that radicals in their midst all but “savor 

the space afforded them by Western society.”134  Western liberalism has not dulled or coopted 

this radical faith but in the lands of unbelief, the bilad al kufr, “the faith became sharpened for 
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battle.”135  According to academic George Weigel, based upon demographic trend lines and the 

intensification of Islamic radicalization as a result of its contact with Western European 

secularism, the by-product might very well be a reversal of Polish King Jan III Sobieski’s victory 

at Vienna in 1683 where Muslims invaders were forced to retreat out of Central Europe.  Weigel 

writes, “The Europe of the twenty-second century, or even the late twenty-first, is a Europe 

increasingly influenced and perhaps even dominated, by militant Islamic populations, convinced 

that their long-delayed triumph in the European heartland is at hand.”136  

 

Peace at all costs  

A world ordered on liberal theory is a peaceful world.  Enlightened people, 

interconnected through globalized commerce rationally have little to war over since their 

interdependence makes war illogical.   The outcome should be the growth of liberal democracies 

that give way to universal values.  The tradition of pacifism runs concurrently with the milieu of 

enlightenment ideals.  David A. Bell, historian at Princeton University, uses the time of the 

French revolution and the Napoleonic wars in his work The First Total War, to demonstrate the 

shift that enlightenment thinking brought to warfare.  His argument is that warfare shifted from a 

normal occurrence fought by the aristocracy for limited goals and with limited means to the all-

out conception of total warfare.  Bell traces enlightenment thinking regarding war to identify two 

main emphases.  First, when the concept of warfare shifts from the ordinary to the exception, the 

justification for warfare on moral grounds becomes absolute.  Second, Bell identifies that the 

dark side of the pacifist movement is the idea that war purifies humanity.  

To the first point, Bell interacts with the ideas of Carl Schmitt, an influential legal 

theorist who remains controversial for his association with Nazism.  Carl Schmitt theorized that 
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“absolute enmity”, whereby each side in a conflict demonizes the other and denies the other’s 

humanity leads to wars of annihilation and destruction.137  The irony is that the pacifist thinking 

of the enlightenment actually leads not away from conflict but to larger, more destructive 

conflicts because it takes war out of the ordinary course of human interaction to the exceptional.   

Philosopher, abbé de Saint-Pierre, published his most important work in 1713, A Project 

for making Peace Perpetual in Europe.138  That book, while not widely read, attracted attention 

from Rousseau and Kant and serves as one of the progenitors of the United Nations.139  This 

important work laid out detailed plans for a federation, presciently labeled, “The European 

Union.”  Somewhat ironically, one of the reasons that Saint-Pierre argued for peace in Europe 

was to bring about a grand crusade against the Turks.  Fast-forward 300 years, the unifying 

agenda of the European Union still struggles with incorporating Muslims into its ideal state.  

Despite the achievement of relative peace in the liberal democracies of the European Union, the 

liberal democracies still must face the reality that not everyone is actually moving towards 

liberalism.  Islamism contests the pacifist vision of the future, highlighting the fact that some 

people are not moving towards liberalism.  Nevertheless, the statistics prove that conflict is 

decreasing across the globe.140 Does this decrease not represent the triumph of liberalism and 

refute the argument that Islamism poses an existential threat to Europe or anywhere else for that 

matter? 

The claim that war is decreasing, if not ending, is tantalizing.  Historically, just as in 

modern times, others have predicted the end of war.  Joseph Cornish predicted the end of war in 

1784.141  As Bell points out, a graph of combat deaths in 1790 would not have been a good 

predictor of the future of European combat; neither would a graph produced in 1913.142  A lack 

of combat deaths today is no predictor of tomorrow.   Bell argues that because war as a human 
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endeavor is not steady, nor predictable, those that point out a trend in the decline in war since the 

end of the Cold War make unsubstantiatable pronouncements on the demise of all war.  

If the world is not actually getting more peaceful, or some people are not becoming more 

liberal as human reason should dictate, how can the pacifist liberal overcome this challenge?  For 

liberalism does not truly desire to lead to its own demise through abject surrender.   Herein lies 

one of the problems for enlightenment thinkers, how to enforce their peaceful vision of the 

future.  Published in The Daily News on August 14, 1914, H.G. Wells famously wrote regarding 

the First World War in his article, “The War That Will End War:” 

This is already the vastest war in history. It is a war not of nations, but of mankind. It is a 
war to exorcise a world-madness and end an age… For this is now a war for peace. It 
aims straight at disarmament. It aims at a settlement that shall stop this sort of thing for 
ever. Every soldier who fights against Germany now is a crusader against war. This, the 
greatest of all wars, is not just another war—it is the last war!143 
 

Liberalism, paradoxically in the name of peace, always needs just one more war, to achieve its 

ends.144  In the pursuit of peace, liberalism must oppose with force that which would seek its 

demise; otherwise, the result truly would be abject surrender.   

Second, David Bell identifies the idea that the dark twin of the pacifist movement is the 

vision that war itself is a redemptive and desirable exception.145  Bell traces the thought here that 

war is somehow purifying,146 traversing in thought the use of Charles Darwin to justify the 

survival of the fittest and the use of war as a mechanism for social evolution.147 In the years 

leading up to World War I, Bell points out that a group of artists known as the Futurists 

proclaimed, “war is the only hygiene of the world . . . we want to glorify war, the only cure for 

the world.”148  Even in the modern era, this idea that war has a purifying effect persists in public 

rhetoric.  In 2006, contemplating the nature of the current US conflict, President George Bush 

philosophically highlighted the concept of absolute enmity as he describes the actions on Flight 
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93 as the first counter attack in World War III.149 President Bush also expressed the purifying 

nature of war for those engaged.  "War is terrible,” President Bush states, “But it, war brings out, 

you know, in some ways it touches the core of Americans who volunteer to go in to combat to 

protect their, their souls.”150 

In great irony, liberal thought, while professing the rhetoric of peace, has a long tradition 

of glorifying or justifying war.  Increasingly western liberal governments turn to surveillance, 

police actions, and their militaries to fight against Islamist groups.  The actions of the liberal 

state bear witness to a hostile policy towards Islamism.  The liberal states hope to destroy 

Islamist groups in the Middle East so that these groups do not export terrorism abroad.  In this 

way, it would seem that liberalism is at odds with its rhetoric of universal peace and the 

enlightenment of individuals.  The reality is that liberalism satisfies its need to sustain itself 

through intellectual justification of just one more war, by devaluing their opposition, or by 

positing that war has a purifying effect on the nation and its participants. 

 

Recommendations 

Strategy to oppose or overcome ISIS or Islamism must look both inwardly and 

outwardly.  Strategy must understand the human impulse to extend universal community and the 

weakness of this impulse to achieve its goal.  Reinhold Niebuhr, American philosopher and 

theologian wrote in 1944, “The task of building a world community is man’s final necessity and 

possibility, but also his final impossibility.”151 This frustrating conundrum will stymie the liberal 

agenda.  Francis Fukuyama’s declaration of the end of history in the 1990’s looks premature 

today as the liberal capitalistic democratic order unravels.  It is not that Fukuyama, or liberal 

thought is completely wrong, merely hope cannot actuate itself into reality.  “Instead, the failures 
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of capitalism have turned democracy against liberalism.”152   There is no collusion between 

Russia, China, Iran and the Islamist threats of al Qaeda and ISIS, but there is opportunity for 

these opponents of the liberal order.  According to Dr. Kagan, “The activities of ISIS and al 

Qaeda interact with the policies of Russia, Iran, and China to endanger the international systems 

upon which American safety and freedom depend.”153  As the liberal agenda in Europe and 

America disintegrates under the stresses of mass migration, weakened fiscal policy and Russian, 

Chinese and Iranian subversion, the temptation is two-fold- to resort to sentimentality or to resort 

to despair.154  The strategist swings upon a pendulum of emotion, which, as Niebuhr points out, 

trusts “too much in human power in one moment” or upon discovering the limits of human 

power loses “all faith in the meaning of life.”155 

The necessity of the liberal West is to recognize, with humility, the limitations of their 

own advancement of world community.  Islamists recognize more clearly the deficiencies of the 

liberal system with its focus on materialism and happiness.  The West must recognize these 

deficiencies as well as the limitations of power to coerce without giving up hope in the idealism 

of the liberal order.  NSC-68 stated “. . . in relations between nations, the prime reliance of the 

free society is on the strength and appeal of its idea, and it feels no compulsion sooner or later to 

bring all societies into conformity with it.”  The voluntarist ideal of the free society perhaps 

swept the writers of NSC-68 away from the moorings of realism.  For no sooner did writers 

argue that America would be merely a light to freedom then the perfectionist desire to compel 

other nations to this freedom overtook the liberal mindset.  Realism must temper the strength of 

Western idealism.  Realism however cannot give way to cynicism.  “The world community must 

be built by men and nations sufficiently mature and robust to understand that political justice is 

achieved, not merely by destroying, but also by deflecting, beguiling and harnessing residual 
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self-interest and by finding the greatest possible concurrence between self-interest and the 

general welfare.”156 

At the start of the Cold War, the west was faced with a similar, albeit, different threat to 

the liberal western order.  George Kennan, one of the architects of Cold War strategy, noted that 

policy makers needed to tackle disparate challenges not simply with single policies, but with 

regard to encompassing end states.157  Much like today, the United States faced separate “planes 

of international reality” upon which it had to compete.158 The first plane Kennan saw was “a 

sane and rational one, in which we felt comfortable, in which we were surrounded by people to 

whom we were accustomed and on whose reactions we could at least depend.”159 The second 

plane was “a nightmarish one, where we were like a hunted beast, oblivious of everything but 

survival, straining every nerve and muscle in the effort to remain alive.”160  Kennan believed that 

when operating in the first plane, our traditional morality applied, noting, “We could still be 

guided . . . by the American dream.”  However, in the second “there was only the law of the 

jungle; and we had to do violence to our own traditional principles- or many of us felt we did- to 

fit ourselves for the relentless struggle."161 This is where western liberals find themselves today.  

US policy knows how to interact with those who think similarly and adopt a secular liberal 

outlook and agenda.  The second plane disrupts policy makers causing them to feel they must 

abandon their liberal principles in order to face a totalitarian ideology.  Can western liberals 

harmonize the two planes into a “coherent relationship” with one another?162  

For George Kennan the answer lies in the metaphor of the gardener. He said, "We must 

be gardeners and not mechanics in our approach to world affairs.”163 Inherent in this approach is 

a rejection of a mechanistic view of humanity that replaces one person with another in the 

globalized society. Kennan’s biographer Lewis Gaddis synopsizes the thought, “International life 
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[is] an organic process, not a static system.”164 Though western liberals might prefer certain 

standards of behavior, they must take the world as it is, and persuade the systems to work for 

them by “influencing the environmental stimuli to which they are subjected."165  According to 

Kennan, states implement this approach: 

gently and patiently, with understanding and sympathy, not trying to force growth by 
mechanical means, not tearing the plants up by the roots when they fail to behave as we 
wish them to. The forces of nature will generally be on the side of him who understands 
them best and respects them most scrupulously. 
  

Strategy cannot abandon the premise, the idealism, of the liberal democratic experiment.  

By its very nature, Islamism opposes the nation-state system, it conceives of itself in terms of a 

universal community that transcends national identity.  “’A Muslim has no nationality except his 

belief,’ wrote an intellectual godfather of radical Islamism, the Egyptian Sayyid Qutb, who was 

executed by Nasser in 1966.”166  Here westerners must backtrack from some aspects of 

globalization and reinforce the power and authority of the state. 

Strategy centralized around the core concept of preserving and strengthening western 

institutions and norms, such as Constitutional liberal democracy, universal values, respect for the 

rule of law favors the West. However, true actualization of the ideal means conceding some 

benefits of the system.  The United States must be shrewd when conceding its national identity 

and authority to the international system, particularly with regard to security.  This core value 

forces tough decisions.  For example, what is the more important norm, the promotion of a 

system, which embraces globalization and the individual’s freedom to travel, versus the need to 

control borders and maintain security by curtailing an individual’s travels?   The Islamist can 

take advantage of the freedom afforded in the ideal of the globalized system.  Liberal nations 

need to pursue a counter-globalization strategy to break the foreign ties of the Muslims in their 
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nations and to make these people first citizens of the liberal state.  Creating new liberal citizenry 

is a process requiring both perfectionist and voluntarist approaches.  Though these two approach 

conflict with one another, and at times countermand one another, both are necessary to grow a 

liberal citizenry.  It is in the messiness of a pluralistic liberal democratic system that one 

constituency corrects the overreach of the other.  As Kennan noted, “Nothing could be more 

shortsighted ‘than to sacrifice the traditional values of our civilization to our fears rather than to 

defend those values with our faith.’”167 

Strategy focused on maintaining the international system implies a degree of tolerance for 

local or regional Islamism; otherwise, the United States would find itself in the position of 

attacking Islamism all over the globe simultaneously.  Strategy must recognize the limitations of 

man to achieve an outcome, and in this case, remember the impossibility of establishing a liberal 

democratic order universally.  U.S strategy should not abandon the isolation of Islamism as a 

viable worldview.  Even today, there are still Communists and Nazis, but as a whole, these are 

discredited ideologies incapable of massing power to threaten the liberal order.  If the metaphor 

is that of the gardener, then the western world has to take a grounded and realistic look at who 

has been tending the garden for the last 100 years.   

One of the Muslim Brotherhood’s more controversial ideas is the “politics of stages” or 

siyasit al-marahil.168  The Brotherhood is interested in more than just revolution or control of 

governments; it is interested in the reform of society.169  As this transformation of society is their 

goal, they take a long view on its eventual accomplishment.  The Brotherhood has invested and 

gardened the ground in Muslim society for a long time in the hope that they might achieve their 

ultimate objectives.  This work will not be undone overnight; meanwhile, Islamists continue to 
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till the land and plant their seeds of ideology in opposition to the liberal West.  Liberals must 

remain patient and accept setbacks in due course.      

ISIS, in its location in Iraq and Syria, is a centralized hub in the battle against Islamism. 

However, ISIS, or those affiliating themselves with ISIS, have expanded to a number of 

countries outside the bounds of the physical “Caliphate.”  Each localized instantiation of ISIS 

has its own unique grievances and issues that motivate violence. The United States cannot 

approach Islamism, or ISIS even, from an over simplistic strategic perspective.  The United 

States must consider each threat, each country, individually.  Yet, like Cold War strategy, the 

wholeness of strategy must emphasize the United States’ unique view on what the world may 

become.   
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Conclusion   

According to Reinhold Niebuhr, “The world community, standing thus as the final 

possibility and impossibility of human life, will be in actuality the perpetual problem as well as 

the constant fulfillment of human hopes.”170  The Islamist has a different contention on the 

nature of creating the world community, which stands in contravention to the liberal perspective.  

The Islamist movement threatens the modern liberal order because Islamism compels the modern 

liberal order to resort to naked force or abject surrender.  Liberalism is always tempted to 

implement its agenda through force or violence, but in doing so, it risks abandoning its values.  

Liberalism always needs just one last war to establish perpetual peace.  As Peter O’Brien notes, 

“Because it champions liberty but does so with absolute moral certitude, liberalism will always 

harbor a built-in tension between voluntarism and perfectionism.” 171 Islamism seeks to exploit 

this tension and highlights the differences in voluntarist and perfectionist modes of liberalism, 

whether the issue is headscarves, citizenship or security.  

   Because people actually retain unique cultural, religious, ethnic and nationalistic 

identities, treating people in a mechanistic way threatens the foundations of the liberal nation-

state.  Simple adherence to a voluntarist position leaves the liberal state with no alternative other 

than abject surrender to external forces.  Liberalism cannot implement through globalization its 

agenda for world community, because this globalization weakens the state to such a degree it 

cannot withstand alternative totalitarian ideologies.  The result is that in response to the 

immigration crisis in Europe, European states find that they must deglobalize the incoming 

migrants in order to create stronger bonds of loyalty to the state.  Though the liberal order can 

never ultimately prevail universally, the liberal order does have unique strengths with which to 

oppose the totalitarian ideology of Islamism.  Liberal states must reject a mechanistic and overly 
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simplistic view of the world and adopt a more organic approach to policy and strategy.  Like 

gardeners, they must remain patient, accepting setbacks at times but always keeping the whole in 

mind, even when focused on the individual problems.  Islamism has been growing and working 

its way into Muslim societies for a hundred years; Liberal nations will not easily uproot or 

eradicate Islamist ideology.  A pragmatic approach to the conflict in worldviews that does not 

abandon liberal principle, but shapes what the environment offers will yield the truest result. 
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aspirations, is an indispensable prerequisite for diligent fulfillment of our historic tasks.” In addition, 189-190. “The 
world community, toward which all historical forces seem to be driving us, is mankind’s final possibility and 
impossibility.  The task of achieving it must be interpreted from the standpoint of a faith which understands the 
fragmentary and broken character of all historical achievements and yet has confidence in their meaning because it 
knows their completion to be in the hands of a Divine Power, whose resources are greater than those of men, and 
whose suffering live can overcome the corruptions of man’s achievements, without negating the significance of our 
striving.” 

156 Niebuhr, Children of Light, 186. 
157 Gaddis. 
158 Gaddis. 
159 Gaddis. 
160 Gaddis. 
161 Gaddis. 
162 Gaddis. 
163 Gaddis. 
164 Gaddis. 
165 Gaddis. 
166 Fouad Ajami, “The Moor’s Last Laugh,” Wall Street Journal, March 22, 2004 as quoted in George 

Weigel, The Cube and the Cathedral. 134. 
167 Gaddis. 
168 Hamid, 90. 
169 Hamid, 90. 
170 Niebuhr, Children of Light, 187-188. 
171 O’Brien, 36.  O’Brien is using a thought from Thomas Spragens 1981 work, The Irony of Liberal 

Reason; Wherein Spragens calls this contrast between the voluntarist and perfectionist perspectives the “irony of 
liberal reason.”  
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